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ABSTRACT
The following paper analyzes Ernest Hemingway's
contradictory relationship to American masculinity.
His
life, legend, and writing have all contributed to his
standing as a mythic signifier of American manhood.
Applying Roland Barthes's semiological analysis of cultural
myths (Mythologies 1957), the first chapter investigates the
nature of Hemingway's legend— both how it has been
constructed and how it has simplified the historical
contingencies of his complicated connections and
disconnections to American male gender roles.
Next, the paper illustrates the contradictions in
Hemingway's status as a markedly "masculine" writer—
contradictions tied to his upbringing in a transitional
period of American history influenced by competing paradigms
of masculinity.
Hemingway consciously manipulated these
conflicting social pressures and used them in his fiction
and in the cultivation of his public image.
The
contradictions in Hemingway's myth and writing prove to be
important parts of his alchemical formula of artistic and
mythic creation— transforming the ordinary into something
exceptional.
Max Weber's theory of charismatic authority
helps explain this principle.
Finally, this paper presents a reading of the seven
"Nick Adams" stories in Hemingway's earliest short fiction
collection In Our Time (1925) and illustrates how they
critique and problematize, rather than affirm, accepted male
gender roles.
Such a reading reveals the critical blind
spot created by the Hemingway myth of status quo
masculinity.
It also provides a better understanding of
Hemingway's relationship to American manhood.
As a gender
critique, Hemingway's fiction addresses some of the
fundamental problems with male gender roles in America, as
they were in his time and— to a great extent--as they are
today.
These gender problems prove to be of central
importance to Hemingway's fiction and mythic status.

vi

PUTTING MASCULINITY INTO WORDS:
HEMINGWAY'S CRITIQUE AND MANIPULATION OF AMERICAN MANHOOD

CHAPTER I
THE HISTORICAL MAN AND THE MYTH

Firmly established in the twentieth-century American
literary canon and with an increasingly expansive body of
criticism and analysis of his life and work, Ernest
Hemingway will not be forgotten any time soon.

He has

endured in the minds of millions who have either read his
fiction or are familiar with what has become the Hemingway
myth.

As a mythic figure, his impact on American mass

culture has expanded far beyond his status as a canonized
author.

Over the past eight decades Hemingway has come to

serve as an exemplar of American manhood.

A range of

traditionally masculine endeavors filled Hemingway's life
and writing and, since the late 1920s, have been widely
publicized through anecdotes and images drawn from a variety
of mass media sources.

His love of the outdoors; his

interest in blood sports like boxing, big game hunting, deep
sea fishing, and bullfighting; his formidable physical
presence and stereotypical good looks; his reputation as a
hard drinker; and his front line involvement in three major
wars have all contributed to a mythic signification of
essential and charismatic masculinity.
Roland Barthes's semiological analysis of myth as a
type of speech or metalanguage can help explain how and why
the Hemingway myth has flourished in American mass culture.
In his ground breaking Mythologies, Barthes explains that
2

3

"the very principle of myth [is that] it transforms history
into nature"

(129).

As a system of communication, myth

delivers an essential and naturalized message for the public
to consume.
has been,

In the case of the Hemingway myth, that message

in varying formulations, a charismatic American

manliness.
In constructing its message, myth takes completed signs
from primary linguistic systems— ones that already have
meaning— and uses them as forms, or mere signifiers,
second-order semiological system"

(114).

for "a

Barthes defines

this "second-order" system as a metalanguage and explains
that as such,

"Myth is always a language robbery"

(131). It

is not simply a robbery, however, for "Myth is speech stolen
and restored.

Only, speech which is restored is no longer

quite that which was stolen: when it was brought back,
was not put exactly in its place"

it

(Barthes's emphasis)(125).

It is in this state of "deformation"--"an abnormal
regression from meaning to form, from linguistic sign to the
mythical signifier"

(117)— that Hemingway and his fiction

have been associated with a mythic concept and thus consumed
by the American public.
In a mythic metalanguage, the stolen sign is used as a
"form" for the mythic signifier in conjunction with a
"concept," which is the mythic signified (115-17).
Associated together, the mythic signifier (a meaningful sign
that has passed into a form) and the mythic signified

(a

concept that has "a knowledge of reality") make a mythic
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signification:
myth,

the myth as it is consumed.

The Hemingway

for example, can be broken down into the following

component part s:
1. mythic signifier.

One of a number of different signs

that refer to or are associated with the man or the
name Ernest Hemingway--including,

though certainly not

limited to, signs he created or contributed to himself.
2. mythic signified. An historical concept of American
manliness.
3. mythic signification.

Essential American masculinity

in a pure and natural state.
A vast agglomeration of signifiers have,
and methods,

in varying degrees

fostered and richly adorned the concept of

Hemingway as a mythic cultural essence.

This can be

explained by Barthes's point that "the mythical
concept... has at its disposal an unlimited mass of
signifiers."

"The richness of the concept," Barthes adds,

correlates with "the quantitative abundance of the forms"
that can be selected from "the whole of History"

(120).

Because myth can "steal" signs from an unlimited variety of
primary sign systems, the message it delivers
is by no means confined to oral speech.

It can

consist of modes of writing or of representations;
not only written discourse, but also photography,
cinema, reporting,

sport, shows, publicity,

these can serve as a support to mythical
speech.

(110)

all of
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In the case of the Hemingway myth,

it has utilized virtually

every one of the signifying modes Barthes mentions and, as a
result,

is a prime example of how a plethora of signs, taken

from different sign systems, can all be utilized as
signifiers for one historically motivated concept.

By

employing a multiplicity of different signifiers, the mythic
concept continuously re-presents and reasserts itself as a
natural and essential presence.

What the Hemingway myth can

further illustrate is that the more signifiers employed,

the

more ubiguitous and apparently natural the mythic concept
becomes.
Over the past eight decades, the Hemingway myth has had
at its disposal a growing stockpile of signs produced by
America's culture industry.

Having achieved a state of

renown unprecedented by a writer, Hemingway's mass media
exposure rivaled that of all public figures contemporary to
him— including politicians, entertainers and professional
athletes.

As a result of his celebrity status, conjoined

with his literary production, Hemingway as a mythic figure
has extensively infiltrated America's cultural history.
From the mid 193 0s on, photographs of Hemingway could
be found on the covers and in the pages of America's most
widely read magazines and newspapers, not to mention on a
number of different book jackets and paperback editions of
his novels and collections of short stories.

These various

photographic images, along with numerous sketches and
caricatures, have all become part of a mythic Hemingway
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iconography.

An even more profuse body of signs in the form

of written discourse in books, articles, anecdotes,
advertisements, criticisms, and news headlines have also
served as signifiers for Hemingway's myth.1

These textual

mythic signifiers have transposed Hemingway's relationship
with the printed word.

Instead of an author who used words-

-as a mythic figure, he has been used by them.

As a result,

the very name "Hemingway" has been imbued with its own
cultural significance.
Electronic media sources like television, radio, and
cinema have also communicated images and oral messages
presenting Ernest Hemingway as a legendary figure.
Documentaries

(including one— The Spanish Earth

(1937)— that

Hemingway worked on and narrated), newsreels, radio
broadcasts,

and television docudramas have all provided the

Hemingway myth with still more mythic signifiers.

To date,

Hollywood has produced a total of fifteen credited feature
length adaptations of Hemingway novels

(again, one of which-

-The Old Man and the Sea (1958)--Hemingway worked on).2

The

‘in his extensively researched book Fame Became of H i m , John
Raeburn has documented Hemingway's life long relationship with
America's popular print media and illustrated the integral role
it played in making him America's first celebrity writer.
2T w o books have been published on Hemingway's relationship
with Hollywood, including analysis and anecdotal incidents
concerning the different cinematic adaptations of his novels:
Gene Philips's Hemingway and Film (1980) and Frank Laurence's
Hemingway and the Movies (1981).
Both illustrate the
significance of what is perhaps mass media's most complex and
influential semiological system of representation, and how
Hollywood has figured into the making of Hemingway's mythic
signification.

majority of these cinematic adaptations were also
accompanied by promotional posters, movie stills,
cards,

lobby

and newspaper advertisements that regularly

juxtaposed Hemingway's name with images of some of
Hollywood's most famous stars— many of whom became mythical
masculine figures themselves.

Besides these credited films

countless others, along with television programs,

have

included uncredited references and homages to either
Hemingway's mythic persona, his fiction, or both.3
Finally, an even more elaborate set of derivative
signifiers have responded to and expanded on what was
already a vast array of mythic Hemingway significations.
From house tours of Hemingway's residence to annual "Bad
Hemingway" writing contests

(with published editions of

entries); from restaurants where Hemingway ate (or didn't
eat)4 to restaurants named after his books;5 from the cats

3To cite a satirical example, one sequence in Marilyn
Monroe's film The Seven Year Itch (1955) is clearly a reference
to A Farewell to Arms and enters the narrative as an image of
idealized masculine stoicism imagined by the film's male
protagonist.
4 On a street just behind the plaza mayor in Madrid, two
restaurants have become part of the Hemingway mythic sign system
One is the Casa Botin, a restaurant made famous by Hemingway's
frequent visits and his depiction of it in The Sun Also Rises.
The second is half a block down and caters to American tourists;
it flies a banner out front that ironically boasts: "Hemingway
Never Ate Here."
5An upscale delicatessen in Washington, DC's Union Station,
named "A Moveable Feast," for example, is just one of the
countless indications of how widespread the Hemingway myth has
bec om e.

he owned to the kind of pants he wore;6 the profusion of
these mythic Hemingway references disbursed throughout
America's cultural landscape all indicate his establishment
as an institution.
Despite the fact that a number of these Hemingway
signifiers have become telescopically distended and
commercialized,
signified:

they all have been conjoined with a mythic

the concept of charismatic manliness.

This

concept is complex on one hand and two-dimensional on the
other.

It can be broken down into a number of different

variations depending on the signifiers it has employed.
These variations include:

literary man and newspaper man,

sportsman and intellectual man, heroic man and philosophical
man, sagacious man and active man, primitivistic man and
culturally-refined man, multi-lingual man and taciturn man,
American man and international man,

insightfully critical

man and good natured bon vivant, war veteran and war
correspondent, patriarch and rebellious upstart,

and above

all, physically handsome and elusively charismatic man.
Although the generic concept of "manliness" can be
sorted into these various types, myth uses them as a
homogenized whole.

In doing so, it dodges questions like:

What kind of man was Ernest Hemingway? or, What kind of

6 A recent Gap clothing ad campaign includes a photograph of
Hemingway coming down the front steps of his house in Key West
holding a cat to his chest.
The ad's only text, besides the
brand name, is a simple declarative sentence: "Hemingway wore
khakis."
Here, the Hemingway myth has been appropriated as a
signifier attempting to communicate a myth of "khakis."
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masculinity did he signify? by providing the same simplified
and holistic answer to both questions: an essential one.

As

Barthes points out:
In passing from history to nature, myth acts
economically:
acts,

it abolishes the complexity of human

it gives them the simplicity of essences,

it

does away with all dialectics... it organizes a
world without contradictions because it is without
depth...it establishes a blissful clarity: things
appear to mean something by themselves.

(14 3).

As such, the myth's role is a manifestly deceptive one, for
things and individuals inevitably draw meaning from the
context of a human history filled with contradictions,
contingencies and vicissitudes.

By taking Hemingway's

dialectical relationship with a social definition of
masculinity and replacing it with an image of harmonious,
natural unity, myth has effectively dehistoricized
Hemingway's masculine identity.

In other words it has

"[given] an historical intention a natural justification,
and [made] contingency appear eternal"

(Barthes 142).

Avoiding answers to the above questions has meant
avoiding a satisfactory account of the historical
contradictions that lay at the core of Hemingway's mythic
persona.

A more incisive consideration of Hemingway's

significance in the history of American male gender
constructions can come from reading against the mythical
grain and acknowledging a dialectical rather than harmonious
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connection.
Although Hemingway's myth has transformed the man into
a guintessential masculine type, most of his life pursuits
and endeavors were anomalous rather than typical.
Throughout his life he did things that most American men
would not or could not do.

He was an American expatriate

who lived in Paris from 1921-29 and maintained a permanent
residence in Cuba from 1940 until his death in 1963;

in 1923

he wrote a poem titled "I like Americans," supposedly
written "By a Foreigner" (88 Poems 55).

He was an English

speaker familiar with hispanic culture and an expert on
bullfighting; he wrote the first comprehensive book about
bullfighting in English.

He was a midwesterner with

continental sensibilities and an appreciation for fine art,
fine wine and fine food.

He was an artist who was

disciplined and hard working.

He rarely wore a hat in a

time when most men wouldn't think of leaving the house
without one, and when a clean shaven face was the fashion,
he sported a beard that went from black and bushy to a
closer cut sagely white— his universally recognized
trademark.

He was an intellectual who could catch marlin

bigger than those caught by most professional deep sea
fishermen.

He was a man who could shoot lions with the best

of the big game hunters and at the same time produce
literature to compete with the best of his literary
contemporaries.

He was a journalist, novelist, and short

story writer who was also a man of action.
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It is curious that these seemingly preternatural
behaviors, endeavors, and characteristics all figured into a
mythical naturalized image of Hemingway as an exemplary
American male.

In this sense, Hemingway can be read as a

fundamentally contradicted sign of the American masculine.

Despite myth's ahistorical repackaging of Hemingway, he
was grounded,
context.

like any individual,

in a specific historical

Many of the anomalies and conflicts that have

contributed to his identity, his fiction, and his mythic
status were undoubtedly influenced by the fact that he came
of age in a time of fundamental transformation in American
society--the early decades of the twentieth century.

And

among the many aspects of American identity influenced by
the development of a culture of consumption and increased
competition at that time were socially constructed
definitions of American masculinity.
Fairly recently, historians, sociologists,

and literary

scholars have undertaken gender studies exploring the
history of a continuously changing American masculine
identity.

In their investigations, these scholars have

discovered that historical variations of male identity
paradigms never gave way to another without periods of
transition that resulted in competing guidelines of
"appropriate" masculine behavior.
historical evolution,

As a result of America's

lingering elements of conflicting

gender characterizations have increasingly contributed to
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sex-role tensions and preoccupations.

Gender historians

Peter Filene and Anthony Rotundo, along with Hemingway
biographers Mark Spilka and Michael Reynolds, have
documented the cultural side effects of competing masculine
guidelines that were locked in conflict at the outset of the
twentieth century--the time when Ernest Hemingway was coming
of age and developing a foundation for his own conflicted
masculine identity.
In his recent book on the history of American
masculinity, Rotundo charts the complex and conflicted
evolution of distinct American masculinity paradigms and
includes a discussion of how a twentieth-century "passionate
manhood" developed as an alteration of the nineteenthcentury tradition of "self-made manhood."

Rotundo's

analysis of the different phases of American manhood
illustrates an increasingly competitive and physically
aggressive definition for how American men were meant to
behave and perceive themselves.
version, Rotundo explains,

In the twentieth century

"the body itself became a vital

component of manhood: strength, appearance,

and athletic

skill mattered more than in previous centuries"

(6).

This

new version of a more physically self-expressive masculinity
challenged a genteel model of manly self-control and
reserve.
The most outspoken proponent of this passionate,
frontier-style masculinity was Theodore Roosevelt.

Rotundo

cites Roosevelt's "doctrine of the strenuous life" as a
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prime example of the increasingly physical nature of
America's masculine identity, with Roosevelt's emphasizing
the importance of struggle,
in Rotundo 226).

"effort, pain, difficulty"

(qtd

Reynolds also documents the dramatic

influence of Roosevelt's philosophy of essential masculinity
on the American mind set in the 1910's, specifically that of
Hemingway and his generation.
youth," Reynolds explains,

"In those days of Hemingway's

"Roosevelt was in the very air he

breathed...'The strenuous life' became a cliche in the
mouths of ministers, teachers, and fathers of sons"

(28).

Reynolds, however, closes his Roosevelt chapter alluding to
Hemingway's ensuing break with the man who "would not have
admired Nick Adams any more than he would have admired much
of what happened in the American Twenties."

Roosevelt would

have disapproved of Nick Adams because he was one of "The
survivors [of the war] who came home with secret fears and
doubts about the wages of bravery"

(33-34).

The meaning of Roosevelt's "strenuous" manhood ideal
together with the "passionate manhood" paradigm includes
confused motivations of simultaneously wanting to break
from, and reach back to, the past in creating a new
masculine ideal. On one hand, this more physically elemental
manliness was motivated by a nostalgic yearning for the
primal immediacy of a rugged lifestyle that had died off
with the closing of the American frontier and the nineteenth
century.

On the other, the emphasis on giving oneself over

to the physical passions and desires was an affront to the
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nineteenth century genteel tradition of Christian restraint
and composure.
This period of male gender role transition also marked
the expansion of what Rotundo describes as a "growing sense
of opposition between action and thought"

(224).

Early in

the twentieth century, civilization had come to represent
something antagonistic to American manhood.

Rotundo points

out that it was at this time that the word "overcivilized"
came into being

(251), and explains further that this

distrust of civilization "grew out of male fears about
women's role in shaping late nineteenth-century society"
(252).
Given the general antagonism between opposing camps of
civilized nineteenth-century gentility on the one side and
the valorized primitivism of twentieth-century strenuous
masculinity on the other, Ernest Hemingway's loyalties
cannot be placed firmly with either one schism or the other.
In Spilka's comprehensive study of the ambiguity of gender
constructions contributing to both Hemingway's nontraditional upbringing and literary production, he points
out that "Hemingway derive[d] opposing yet overlapping
strands of feeling about manhood from Victorian
protofeminists and imperial fictions"

(6).

At the same time

Hemingway was influenced by his mother's proclivity for a
traditionally British, Christian gentility, his parents were
also "devoted to strenuous outdoor life as the most
wholesome environment for childrearing"

(6), hence
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encouraging a side of their child that would later coincide
with an increasingly "passionate" version of rugged manhood
in American culture.
In summary, Hemingway grew up during a transitional
period in American gender history— when two opposing
versions of masculinity were under consideration.
Furthermore, his parents raised him in an environment that
opened him up to elements of both masculine paradigms.

As

such, his status as a conflicted sign of the American
masculine can be connected to America's history of competing
definitions of masculinity.
Hemingway's mythic masculine signification has
effectively encompassed this dialectical landscape of
different definitions of how men should behave and
reconstituted it as a harmonious whole.

Adopting this

historical context helps to account for some of the
complicated gender issues that have contributed to
Hemingway's identity,

fiction, and mythic character.

This historical grounding also sheds light on
Hemingway's standing as a masculine writer.

The influence

of a genteel tradition communicated both by his parent's
upbringing and on the Victorian fiction he read as a boy may
have made Hemingway immune to subsequent taboos concerning
civilization and the life of the mind, at least to the
extent that Hemingway chose a career of creative,
intellectual production.

But by forging a new literary

style that was self consciously anti-literary, Hemingway
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managed to have his intellect and maintain a rugged
masculinity too.

The Hemingway myth is worth analyzing and
deconstructing into its component parts, because doing so
can reestablish some of the historical contingencies that
went into Hemingway's identity as an American man.

It can

also serve as a key to opening up new perspectives on the
meaning of Hemingway's fictional portrayals of masculinity.
The notion that Ernest Hemingway embraced "masculinity"
and valorized one monolithic set of gender roles assigned to
men underlies most criticism of his writing.

His reputation

as America's most masculine writer has made him an obvious
target for feminist critics in particular.

The vast

majority of interpretations of his life and work, however,
have proven to be far more limited by traditional boundaries
and definitions of manhood than Flemingway himself ever was.
When Mimi Reisel Gladstein criticizes Hemingway's treatment
of women,

for example, she frames her argument with a

portrayal of the author's work as particularly masculine,
stating that "Not only are Hemingway's protagonists and
perceptors predominantly male, but they operate in a
specialized male environment"

(48).

She goes on to say,

"The focus is singularly masculine as the man goes through
his testing ritual"

(49).

She implies that Hemingway

endorsed notions of masculinity and served (and still
serves)

as the enthusiastic spokesman for male gender roles.
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In her opinion, Hemingway willingly embraced such
oppressive,

sexist gender roles and, therefore, must have

been a misogynist.

A brutal misogyny is the attitude Judith

Fetterley assigns to Hemingway in her final analysis of A
Farewell to A r m s : " [T]he message to women reading this
classic love story and experiencing its image of the female
ideal is clear and simple: the only good woman is a dead
one, and even then there are questions” (71).

Such

judgements may well have been influenced by exposure to
Hemingway's public persona.

Such exposure, which often

precedes exposure to his writing, has done a disservice to
the author and his work and obfuscates the complex nature of
his portrayals of manhood.

In short, Hemingway's reputation

as the quintessential man's man has created parameters which
have narrowed our interpretations of his work.
Soon after the success of his first literary works
Hemingway's reputation began to flourish and expand
separately from the writer himself.

Both men and women have

taken part in the creation and evolution of this reputation.
As early as 1929 Dorothy Parker's article in the "New
Yorker" described a general obsession with assigning an
identity of mythic proportions to Hemingway:
People so much wanted him to be a figure out of a
saga that they went to the length of providing the
saga themselves.

And a little peach it is...I

have heard of him, both at various times and all
in one great bunch, that he is so hard-boiled he
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makes a daily practice of busting his widowed
mother in the nose; that he dictates his stories
because he can't write, and has them read to him
because he can't read...that no woman within halfa-mile of him is a safe woman; that he not only
commands enormous prices for his short stories,
but insists, additionally,

on taking the right eye

out of the editor's face; that he has been a
tramp, a safe-cracker, and a stockyard
attendant... that he really hates all forms of
sports, and only skis, hunts,

fishes,

and fights

bulls in order to be cute...About all that remains
to be said is that he is the Lost Dauphin, that he
was shot as a German spy, and that he is actually
a woman, masquerading in man's clothes.

(28)

Although Parker mocks these characterizations of Hemingway,
she goes on to contribute to the saga in her own
observations:
He has the most profound bravery that it has ever
been my privilege to see; and I am not the one who
over-readily discerns examples of courage among my
opposite sex...he has had about eight times the
normal allotment of responsibilities.

And he has

never once compromised. He has never turned off on
an easier path than the one he staked himself.
takes courage.

(30-31)

To be America's masculine writer "it takes courage," and

It
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Parker assigns Hemingway that courage and responsibility in
man-sized doses:

"eight times the normal allotment."

Her

article undoubtedly fostered the image of Hemingway as
super-man.
By 1955, most Americans viewed Hemingway as the
quintessential masculine writer.

As Tom Burnam

characterized this view:
Hemingway's men are men and they involve
themselves constantly with such obviously
elemental things as death and sex; their approach
is masculine, direct,

even brutal; they cut

through the complexities of contemporary society
to the so-called primal drives.

(20)

Burnam, however, rejected this conception of Hemingway's
male characters and criticized the assumption that these
"masculine characteristics" were primal.

He argued that

"contemporary society" masculinized the trait of courage
which Hemingway's men supposedly attained by "cut[ting]
through" society's influence (21-22).

He also pointed out

that Hemingway endowed both male and female characters with
virtuous traits.

Yet Burnam presented this as a weakness in

Hemingway's art and did not consider the possibility that
Hemingway was deliberately rejecting society's assignment of
specific male and female gender roles.
If we go back to Parker's description of Hemingway's
courage, we might see that her intention was not to set him
up as an exceptionally "masculine" individual, but rather as
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an exception to conventional masculinity.
says,

"I am not" she

"the one who over-readily discerns examples of courage

among my opposite sex," implying that she does not see
courage as belonging inherently to the male sex.
Parker and Burnam,

Both

in writing on Hemingway, raise guestions

about whether courage is a strictly masculine trait.

Yet

they fail to investigate the full significance of such
questions or draw any further conclusions about the
distinctness of Hemingway's relationship to masculinity.
Critics have repeatedly criticized Hemingway's
portrayals of women as at best shallow and unbelievable and
at worst caustic and misogynistic.
write him off as sexist.

Such critics usually

It would be difficult to argue

that Hemingway's women characters are flawlessly portrayed.
Often problematic,

those portrayals deserve much of the

critical analysis they receive.

It can be more useful,

however, to consider depictions of male gender roles in
Hemingway's writing.

An analysis of the components of

masculinity in Hemingway's work can only help illuminate his
treatment of female characters and contribute to an
understanding of what Hemingway's literature represented in
regard to both male and female gender roles.

A largely

anecdotal and two-dimensional public persona has masked more
difficult incongruities in the life and work of Ernest
Hemingway--incongruities which reveal the less than
immediately discernible nature of American masculinity.
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In his public life, Hemingway succeeded in most
everything he did, and one of his greatest successes was his
manipulation of traditional male gender roles.

His

reworking of these roles, however, has been widely
misconstrued as enthusiastic acceptance.

The celebrity

status he achieved in his lifetime resulted in a twodimensional and anecdotal popular image that has muddled
what was actually a contradictory and largely ambiguous
relationship with status quo American masculinity.

CHAPTER II
FAR OUT PAST WHERE HE CAN GO

Charismatic was a term frequently used to describe
Hemingway,

and both his personality and the nature of his

celebrity fit Max Weber's theory and definition of charisma:
The term 'charisma' will be applied to a certain
quality of an individual personality by virtue of
which he is set apart from ordinary men and
treated as endowed with supernatural,

superhuman,

or at least specifically exceptional powers or
qualities.

(77)

Archibald MacLeish once described Hemingway's "tremendous
physical presence" as the kind that "could exhaust the
oxygen in a room" just by the way he came into it (qtd in
Donaldson 2).

Numerous men and women who either knew him or

met him described him as charming, engaging,
energetic.

outgoing and

His first wife Hadley once said that "He

was...the kind of man to whom men, women, children,
were attracted.

It was something"

and dogs

(qtd in Mellow 295).

This kind of personal magnetism undoubtedly contributed to
Hemingway's charismatic appeal— making him seem like a man
with exceptional powers.

Further contributing to his

charismatic nature was a determination to set himself apart
from the ordinary.

As Lillian Ross observed in the preface

to her famous 1950 New Yorker profile,
to be like nobody else on earth"
22

(14).

"[he] had the nerve
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Early on, Hemingway rejected the traditional path of a
college education,
in on"

and after fulfilling his wish of "getting

(Mellow 45) the War in Europe as a Red Cross

ambulance driver, getting wounded, and getting sent home, he
wound up back in Europe as an expatriate artist living in a
small Paris apartment.

According to Hemingway's sister,

Marcelline, he complained to her while recovering from war
wounds in Oak Park that America was a place where "we only
half live" while Europe represented a "whole big world out
there full of people who really feel things"

(Mellow 89).

At the age of 20, Hemingway felt confined by his provincial
midwestern upbringing and longed to be part of something
larger and more vital--something apart from the United
S tates.
These feelings of confinement, not unique to Hemingway,
reflect the changing times in which he came of age.
According to T.J. Jackson Lears in his analysis of the
"cultural confusion" that came at the turn of the twentieth
century,

"[t ]echnological change isolated the urban

bourgeoisie from the hardness of life on the land" as
American culture became a culture of consumption.
argues that as a result,

Lears

"many of the young Americans who

came of age at the turn of the century found themselves
gasping for air in their parents' Victorian homes" and
"yearned to fling open the doors and experience 'real life'
in all its dimensions."

Because Hemingway went on to live a

life of rich and varied experiences, he became the role

24

model for a generation that sought an "education for living"
(Lears 10).
Yet once in Paris, he still found it necessary to
distinguish himself from what he considered to be "the scum
of Greenwich Village... skimmed off and deposited in large
ladles on that section of Paris adjacent to the Cafe
Rotonde"

(Dateline 114).

He passed this judgement in an

article for the Toronto Star claiming that no "serious
artists" could be found among the "bluffers and fakers"
(Dateline 119) who spent their time in the trendy left bank
cafes.
he,

In making such an observation Hemingway implied that

in contrast to his posing fellow countrymen, was

seriously at work:
[P]eople who go on a tour of the Latin Quarter
look in at the Rotonde and think they are seeing
an assembly of the great artists of Paris.
to correct that in a very public manner,

I want

for the

artists of Paris who are turning out creditable
work resent and loathe the Rotonde crowd.
(Dateline 115)
This animosity for "phonies" who didn't work hard also found
its way into his fiction.

In one of the opening scenes of

Hemingway's The Sun Also Rises we see the narrator Jake
Barnes, an American journalist, being distracted from his
work by the idle Robert Cohn, an American writer who
struggles but does not write much.

After having a drink

with Cohn, Jake excuses himself so he can get back to work.
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Cohn, who asks if he can "come up and sit around the
office," reads the papers and falls asleep while Jake
"work[s] hard"

(12) finishing up the tasks of the day.

He

has to wake Cohn on his way out of the office.
In his novels and short stories and even more so in his
non-fiction and journalistic writings, Hemingway played the
role of an attentive observer, and this became another way
of setting himself apart.

While others were only

experiencing, Hemingway could achieve an elevated and
exceptional status by experiencing and observing
simultaneously— what sociologists call "participant
observation."

In communicating what he observed he became a

knowledgeable authority capable of disseminating valuable
first-hand information.

From this semi-detached vantage

point of expert or eye-witness, Hemingway was able to make a
mediated connection with the reader— someone presumably
appreciative of attaining this vicariously informed
perspective.

In Death in the Afternoon, his 1932 non

fiction analysis of bullfighting, he portrayed himself as an
informed expert with incisive observational and descriptive
skills.

Because Death in the Afternoon was the first

comprehensive treatment of bullfighting written in English,
it automatically became the authoritative English language
analysis of tauromachy,
authority.

its author the leading non-Spanish

From chapter to chapter Hemingway shares

detailed explanations and descriptions of the various
rituals, phases,

and techniques of the bullfight while
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frequently interpolating musings and declarations of his
phil osophy on life and art.
Most critics include Hemingway's interest in
bullfighting in their litany of stereotypically masculine
endeavors he pursued in his lifetime.

Hemingway, however,

viewed the ritual of the corrida as a complicated art form
that few people could truly appreciate or understand.
Portraying himself as one of the enlightened effectively
placed him among an elite of bullfight aficionados.
American with aficion he was that much more unusual.

As an
In the

back of Death in the Afternoon, after an 85-page explanatory
glossary, he describes "some reactions of a few individuals
to the integral Spanish bullfight"

(495) drawn from a range

of non-Spanish men, women, and children.

He concludes from

these reactions that "some people will like the fights and
others will not"
however,

(500).

Judging from his descriptions,

it appears that the majority do not, and that among

those who do, most still fail to comprehend the significance
and art of bullfighting.
Hemingway also saw fit to observe, critique, and set
himself apart from the predominantly Spanish men who
attended bullfights.

He often disparaged the crowds that

gathered at the bullring for being both hypocritical and
hypercritical in their treatment of the matadors they
observed.
example,

In his 1928 short story "The Undefeated," for
an initially supportive crowd turns on the matador

Manuel Garcia and becomes abusively hostile— only willing to
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acknowledge his bravery and artistry after he has been gored
and killed

(Men 9-37).

In Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway

included roughly seventy photographs of bulls and
bullfighters with accompanying captions.

These captions

varied from the informational to the melodramatic to the
condemning and judgmental, and once again placed him in the
role of a semi-removed tutor pointing out the nuances and
significance of the photos that lay before the reader.
In one instance this commentary departs from
instruction on bullfighting to expose the vanity and callous
insincerity of his fellow bullfight aficionados.
photograph shows a bullfighter named Granero
the infirmary."

The

"...dead in

Surrounding his supine body are sixteen

men, all but a few of whom stare into the camera and make an
effort to be seen.

Hemingway criticizes their self-

centeredness and apparent lack of sympathy for the dead man.
"Only two in the crowd are thinking of Granero," he claims,
"The others are all intent on how they will look in the
photograph"

(Death 3 68).

Manifestly, Hemingway empathizes

with the two men whose disturbed expressions illustrate
their feelings and invites the reader to join the three of
them contemplating Granero's body both with sympathy and a
sense of tragedy.

(See Illustration A.)

Hemingway does not present bullfighting as a unifying
male experience and explains that he knows as many women as
men who truly appreciate corridas.

Throughout Death in the

Afternoon he uses the curious literary device of imaginary
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conversations with a largely naive but promising aficionado.
But Hemingway's straight man is, in fact, a straight woman—
a tenacious "old lady" whose first responses to his
questions are "Oh, I thought he was asking if any of us
wanted to be bullfighters...I liked [the bullfight] very
much...I liked to see the bulls hit the horses...It seemed
so sort of homey."

Hemingway's narrator, who seems

pleasantly surprised by such an unconventional response,
enthusiastically replies,

"Madame, you are a mystic.

are not among friends here.

You

Let us go to the Cafe Fornos

where we can discuss these matters at leisure"

(64).

Critics have noted that "there is something anomalous about
a writer who fought bulls"

(Raeburn 25), and Hemingway

seemed to realize the potential in such anomalies.

The

notion of an old woman enthusiastic about bullfighting
undoubtedly appealed to Hemingway because,
his own endeavors and interests,
unexpected.
depended,

like so many of

it was something

Hemingway's wide appeal to the American public

to a large extent, on the anomalies that filled

his own life,
In 1954,

legend and writing.
in a Nobel Prize acceptance speech read into a

recording machine at the Finca Vigia in Cuba

(his home

outside Havana), Hemingway explained what he believed to be
the key to a writer's success:
Things may not be immediately discernible in what
a man writes and in this, sometimes, he is
fortunate.

But eventually they are quite clear
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and by these and the degree

of alchemy that he

possesses he will endure or be forgotten.
This concept of alchemy,

in fact, has proven to be of

central importance to both Hemingway's endurance and his
literary style.

In his time, Hemingway crafted a unique and

now famous prose style that employed an alchemical formula.
Purportedly anti-literary, the Hemingway style used spare,
common

language to evoke something more than what was simply

stated

in the text.

principle,

According to his

famous ice-berg

"The dignity of movement of an ice-berg is due to

only one-eighth of its being above water"

(Death 192).

Hemingway sought in his writing to portray clearly and
vividly through simple, straightforward prose this "oneeighth of the ice-berg" so that the reader could feel and
appreciate,

and not merely read about, the grandeur of the

whole--the majority of which remained unexpressed and
beneath the surface.

In this light, what Hemingway's

deceptively plain prose does is take common-place language
and transform it into something larger and more meaningful—
the stuff of art.
alchemy:

This explains the nature of Hemingway's

the ability to transform something apparently

ordinary into something precious.
"Big Two-Hearted River," one of his earliest and most
acclaimed short stories,
principle.

serves as a prime example of this

Readers who did not understand that something

was going on "beneath the surface" account of Nick Adams'
rituals of setting up camp and fishing saw a pointless
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description of a man out camping.

In his posthumously

published memoir A Moveable Feast, Hemingway explained that
the story "was about coming back from the war but there was
no mention of the war in it"

(76).

Nick's attempt to escape

painful memories of the war by "choking" his thoughts and
feelings is implied rather than stated explicitly.

Omission

and unwritten implication contributed to Hemingway's
alchemy.
The metaphor of alchemy can also help explain why
Hemingway has appealed to millions of Americans.
signification,

His mythic

like his art, represent an achievement in

alchemy: taking someone common--a white male with a middle
class background born and raised in a midwestern suburb--and
transforming him into someone rare and culturally
significant--an icon of charismatic American masculinity and
a world renowned literary hero.

According to Weber, the qualities of charisma "are not
accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of
divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the
individual concerned is treated as a leader"

(77).

Although

Hemingway was never officially elected or appointed to any
position of political or military leadership, he did become
one of America's cultural leaders— someone Americans have
looked to for a sense of national identity.

In Fame Became

of H i m --an analysis of Hemingway's status as America's most
famous public writer--John Raeburn points out the nature of
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Hemingway's status:
As a culture hero he embodied values cherished by
the society, ones related to what were believed to
be frontier virtues— a taste for adventure,
intrepidity, and a hearty, vigorous masculinity-and which were generally assumed to be collateral
to any great accomplishment.

(151)

Hemingway's greatest accomplishments, however, came in the
literary field, and his one true vocation— writing— was
traditionally at odds with what Raeburn calls "frontier
virtues."

Writing,

as an artistic and intellectual pursuit,

had long been regarded with criticism and scorn in American
society.

Raeburn notes this tradition of animosity toward

the artist, citing Richard Hofstadter's characterization of
the stereotypical intellectual as someone "pretentious,
conceited,

effeminate, and snobbish; and very likely

immoral, dangerous,

and subversive"

(25).

The conventional

personification of the man of letters as effete and
ineffectual was anything but manly.
Yet rather than hindering his status as a masculine
cultural hero, writing and the written word made Hemingway's
persona accessible to the public.

His accomplishment as a

writer enabled his widespread fame to take hold.

As a

vocation, writing also allowed Hemingway to sustain an image
of the individualist detached from any party or organization
while still maintaining a cultural leadership role.

Critics

have too often forgotten that Hemingway's standing as a

32

"supernatural,
his writing.

superhuman" individual is largely indebted to
Hemingway's "exceptional powers" manifested

themselves most clearly in his literary production.

It was

his unquestioned writing talent that made his traditionally
masculine endeavors extraordinary.
Raeburn's analysis of Hemingway's fame consistently
dichotomizes the author's popular image and his standing as
a man of letters.

"...[I ]n the seven years after his death,

as in the thirty years before it, it was the man of action
rather than the artist who held the public imagination"
(175).

Such a stratification, however, proves misleading.

No matter how famous Hemingway became for pursuits other
than writing,

at no point did the public forget that behind

the various adventures lay Hemingway the writer.

Raeburn

fails to acknowledge explicitly that although the writing
may only be implied,

it remains crucial to the dignity of

Hemingway's movements in life and serves as the foundation
for his cultural significance.

Conceptually separating his

writing from his active life diffuses the synergy that
Hemingway achieved through his connection to two seemingly
disparate realms.
Raeburn culls much of his exhaustive study from
numerous popular magazines responsible for communicating and
expanding the Hemingway myth.

The proliferation of such

magazines coincided with Hemingway's coming of age and can
be seen as a sign of his times.

From the 1880s to the 1940s

the United States underwent a cultural and social
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transformation driven by technological advancement and
urbanization.

Increasingly sophisticated print technologies

and distribution mechanisms provided Americans with an
abundance of printed texts that allowed an expanded view of
the world.

Popular magazines became the most prolific

producers of mythic Hemingway signifiers.
It is important to remember the vicariousness of the
magazine reader's expanded view, however,
precarious connection between actions,

for it relied on a

images, and words.

By the 1940s, the majority of Americans had come to rely on
media sources to add meaning to their lives.

Popular

magazines wedded images and texts and provided the sedentary
urban dweller with a vicarious connection to more active
lifestyles.
magazine

One key example, the highly successful Life

(est. 1936), contained large and vivid photographs

of intriguing people and scenes accompanied only secondarily
by text.

This format, along with the very title "Life,"

illustrates the point that the American experience had
become increasingly tied to printed words and photographic
images.

Hemingway's persona, as photographed and written

about in magazines like Life, affirmed what Americans wanted
to believe: that a life of words and a life of action did
not necessarily have to be at odds.
Putting the actions and the things of the physical
world into words was Hemingway's specialty.

In 1951, and

again in 1952, an advertisement in Life magazine showed him
doing just that.

This magazine advertisement,

in its rich
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assortment of various Hemingway signifiers, can be taken as
a prime example of the kind of mythic Hemingway
signification America's mass culture was producing.
"How would you put a glass of Ballantine Ale into
words?
it..."

Here— Ernest Hemingway turns his famous hand to
(Life, Sept 8, 1952: 56-7).

These lines introduce a

photograph of the author overlapped by a sheet of
personalized stationery from the Finca Vigia with four typed
paragraphs and his signature.

Next to the stationery an

illustration of a sweating glass full of beer and a
Ballantine Ale bottle fill out a two page spread.

Behind

the glass and bottle is an open copy of The Old Man and the
Sea.

In the lower left-hand corner a brief three sentence

biography highlights the duality of Hemingway's
achievements.

"Ernest Hemingway, who has been called the

greatest living writer,
deep-sea fisherman"

is also internationally famous as a

(see illustration B ) .

The four short paragraphs on the stationery are typical
of Hemingway— simple words and sentences describing the
physical sensations of deep sea fishing and drinking a
bottle of beer that has been "iced in the bait box with
chunks of ice packed around it."

The passage evokes hard

work and adventure,

"a hot day when you have worked

a big

marlin fast because

there were sharks after him."

Only

after "[t]he fish is landed untouched by the sharks" does
one "deserve" to enjoy the taste of a Ballantine,
light, and full-bodied,

"cool,

so it tastes good long after you
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have swallowed it.”

Hemingway (or a copy writer imitating

him) presents for the magazine reader the vicarious
quenching of thirst--for adventure,

for hard physical labor,

and for alcoholic refreshment.
The photograph that accompanies this text is not of a
proud Hemingway standing beside a trophy as it hangs off the
back of his deep sea fishing boat the Pilar

(an image that

Life readers would have seen in earlier issues).

Instead,

Hemingway's barrel chested frame leans back in a wooden lawn
chair presumably in the garden of the Finca Vigia.
with his legs crossed,

He sits

looking solid and comfortable;

verdurous plant life fills the frame behind him.

Although

Hemingway is sitting,

it is clearly in a seat of authority

and self confidence.

With his eyes half squinted, he looks

up from a book in his lap and stares into the camera.
widely opened collar and a semi-defiant,

A

semi-intimidating

gaze from a head that is slightly cocked seem to allude to a
famous pose struck by Walt Whitman almost one hundred years
earlier.
Whitman,

another American man of letters who attempted

to honestly capture the sensuality and immediacy of the
physical world, chose to leave his signature off the first
edition of his unconventional collection of poems Leaves of
Grass

(1855).

Instead he included an engraved frontispiece-

-a physical image of the author.

(See Illustration C ) .

He

stands with one hand on his hip and the other in his pocket
emanating solidity and relaxed confidence.

With his collar
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open wide and his head cocked back, his gaze communicates a
kind of challenge.

A markedly physical stand before a

collection of poems that celebrate the corporeality of life
became Whitman's signature pose.
Just as Whitman carefully crafted his own image,
Hemingway too must be held responsible for contributing to
his own myth— one that the popular media was more than
willing to support and expand.
Ballantine Ale advertisement,

His willingness to do the
as well as a later ad for Pan

American airlines which ran both in Holiday and National
Geographic Magazine, attests to his complicity in portraying
himself before the American public.
The extent to which Hemingway consciously manipulated
the conglomeration of suggestive signs in the Ballantine Ale
ad, including the Whitmanesque pose, can only be speculated
on.

However, Michael Reynold's meticulously compiled list

of Hemingway Reading, 1910-1940 indicates that an 1855 copy
of Leaves of Grass was among the books Hemingway owned and
read

(entry #2238 200), making the apparent allusion to

Whitman's pose in the Life ad that much more provocative.

Alchemical adroitness enabled Hemingway to orchestrate
a complex and multifaceted public legend.

In Raeburn's

analysis of Death in the Afternoon, he spells out nine
different roles implicit in the "portrait of the author as
he wished to appear"

(38) arguing that these roles serve as

"the foundation of [Hemingway's] public personality...
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[recurring] again and again in [his] later selfadvertisements"
manly man,

(39).

sportsman,

exposer of sham, arbiter of taste, world

traveler, bon vivant,
veteran,

The nine roles include:

insider,

and heroic artist

stoic and battle-scarred

(38-43) .

The combination of

these nine roles together elevated Hemingway to a status of
venerated cultural icon.

The whole of his public legend,

made up of this conglomeration of roles, amounts to
something larger than the sum of its parts.
Of these nine roles, however, the heroic artist is the
one most responsible for securing Hemingway a place in
American history;

in playing this role he produced his works

of literature— his most lasting contribution to society.
Throughout his life, he pursued and promoted the role of
heroic artist more aggressively and consistently than he did
any of the others.

Carlos Baker explained in his

introduction to Ernest Hemingway: a Life Story that
"although most of his adventures made their way sooner or
later into his work,

it is his writing, rather than his

career as a man of action, which justifies a biography"

(x).

Because Hemingway knew this was the case, he portrayed
himself first and foremost as a writer.

Out of all the

daring and difficult activities that filled his life, he
considered his writing to be the most intensely laborious,
challenging,

and hazardous enterprise he could undertake.

Just as landing a marlin could leave you "tired all the way
through," writing could leave you feeling "empty and fucked
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out afterwards"

(to Malcolm Cowley,

1945. Letters 605).

As

Hemingway portrayed it, writing was an heroic endeavor.
Though costly and debilitating,

it was the most noble and

sacred of acts when successfully pursued by someone who
could handle it.
When Hemingway described his art he was inclined to
emphasize the labor involved in the process.

"Writing" was

not just a mental act, but a physical one as well,

and he

evoked a corporeal image of the writer turning hand to pen
to paper

(or, alternatively, competently pushing the buttons

on a typewriter).

The "craft" of writing— with a stress on

tangible production over heady and nebulous imagination— is
the kind of artistry Hemingway is remembered for.

He both

viewed and portrayed writing as a difficult yet largely
inevitable part of his life, something that he was obligated
to do.

In 1935, he explained to Ivan Kashkin that writing

"is a perpetual challenge and it is more difficult than
anything else that I have ever done— so I do it"
419).

His advice to F. Scott Fitzgerald in 1934 that "All

we are is writers and what we should do is write"
408)

(Letters

(Letters

spoke more of an innate calling rather than a simple

career choice.

For Hemingway, the writing was essential.

In his notably short Nobel prize speech

(just over two

minut es ), he closed with the statement,

"I have spoken too

long for a writer.
and not speak it.

A writer should write what he has to say
Again I thank you."

In that same speech, Hemingway described the life of a
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successful writer in heroically hazardous and solitary
terms,
Writing at its best is a lonely life.
Organizations for writers palliate the writer's
loneliness, but I doubt if they improve his
writing.

He grows in public stature as he sheds

his loneliness, and often his work deteriorates.
For he does his work alone and if he is a good
enough writer he must face eternity, or the lack
of it, each day.
Hemingway constructs an image of the writer strikingly
similar to that of the western hero who, after saving the
town from bad elements and an inability to save itself,
rides into the sunset alone to face the unknown wilds of the
frontier.

Hemingway implies that the writer,

like the

western hero, should turn his back on the same public that
defines him through its hero worship.
defined by this worship,

Though publicly

"he must face eternity,

or the lack

of it, each day," and, in order to preserve his heroic
essence, he must do it alone.

Just as the western hero

braves the territories unsettled by eastern society,
Hemingway presents the writer's task in similar terms— to
set out on a literary frontier unexplored either by his
literary forefathers or by himself:
For a true writer each book should be a new
beginning where he tries again for something that
is beyond attainment... It is because we have had
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such great writers in the past that a writer is
driven far out past where he can go, out to where
no one can help him.
The western hero rides out of town just as the writer writes
himself out past where he can go.

Both heroic figures must

set themselves apart from a society to avoid entrapment by
the status quo and the inevitable suffocation of their
heroism.

In his lifetime, Hemingway managed to set himself apart
from his artistic contemporaries, his fellow sportsmen and
aficionados,

and the American public at large— both

geographically and symbolically.

In pursuing both a writing

style and a life style characteristically non-literary, he
also sought to break with an American literary heritage.
Yet,

in driving out beyond where he could go, Hemingway—

whether he realized it or not— was following the lead of his
American forefathers,

literary and otherwise.

One of the first American writers to advocate literary
frontiersmanship such as Hemingway's was Ralph Waldo
Emerson, who challenged other American men of letters to
explore previously uncharted literary and cultural
territories.

He did so most explicitly in "The American

Scholar"— an address delivered before the Phi Beta Kappa
society at Harvard in 1837 and later turned into an essay
directed to all American students and intellectuals.
Emerson's characterization of American letters and "The
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American Scholar" helped establish his reputation as both a
prophet and one of America's leading literary figures.

Had

Hemingway read "The American Scholar"— there is no
documented indication that he did— he would have realized
that his search for new and unadulterated cultural meanings
and artistic forms was irrevocably tied to an American
literary tradition and to longstanding notions of American
m an ho od .
In one of his few written comments on Emerson,
Hemingway attempted to dispose of the New England sage by
saying he and the other transcendentalists were "[v]ery good
men with the small, dried, and excellent wisdom of
Unitarians; men of letters; Quakers with a sense of humor"
(Green Hills 20).

He went on to complain that "they did not

use the words that people always have used in speech, the
words that survive in language.
they had bodies"

Nor would you gather that

(Green Hills 21).

As critics have aptly

speculated, Hemingway's too easy dismissal of Emerson and
the American transcendentalist literary movement illustrate
a lack of understanding of Emerson's writing and cultural
significance.
Had Hemingway read Emerson's writings attentively, he
would have found in him a kindred spirit.

His

characterization of Emerson and his contemporaries as men
with minds largely disconnected from their bodies would have
disappointed Emerson who was, himself, critical of a life of
the mind too far separated from corporeal activity.
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Emerson believed that the American scholar was in his
"right state" as an active "Man Thinking," and admonished
his audience about the dangers of becoming "the victim of
society" by descending into a "degenerate state"
inaction.

(860) of

In this degenerate state, one effectively

perpetuated the status quo.

"Hence,

instead of Man Thinking

we have the bookworm... the restorers of readings, the
emendators,

the bibliomaniacs"

(862).

For Emerson, the

status quo in his time was responsible for a
compartmentalized state of manhood.

He viewed a balance of

thinking and living as the key to a much-needed
reunification.
Emerson challenged the American scholar to "possess
himself" by gathering the seemingly ungatherable: the
spilled drops of what once had been a cohesive and holistic
masculine identity.

"[C ]onfidence in the unsearched might

of man, belongs by all motives, by all prophecy, by all
preparation, to the American Scholar"

(873).

For Emerson,

lack of action was the scholar's largest pitfall.

If he

could adequately fuse thoughts from an heroic mind with the
actions of "the so called 'practical men'" the American
scholar could successfully reaccumulate the fountain of
power:
Action is with the scholar subordinate,
essential.

but it is

Without it, he is not yet man.

Without it, thought can never ripen into
truth... Inaction is cowardice, but there can be no
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scholar without the heroic mind.

The preamble of

thought, the transition through which it passes
from the unconscious to the conscious,
Only so much
mine)

is action.

do I know, as I have lived.

(Italics

(865)

That last sentence could easily be Ernest Hemingway's credo.
What he knew and lived constitutes a conglomeration of
experiences and endeavors, and by both thinking and writing
about them, he was able to communicate to the American
public an image of "a whole man whose life [had] its own art
and symmetry"

(Raeburn 77).

A public that has

both loved him and loved to

criticize

him has primarily known Ernest Hemingway as America's most
manly writer.

Literary critics, Hemingway biographers,

and

Americans in general, however, have largely failed to
recognize that being a manly writer is not synonymous with
being stereotypically manly.

The distinction is crucial to

understanding Hemingway's cultural significance as someone
who studied and manipulated, rather than blindly supported,
male gender constructions of his time.

Just as feminists

debate what it means to be feminine, Hemingway,
writer,

as a manly

challenged the accepted formulation of masculinity,

as masculinity was constructed during his formative years as
a boy and young man.
Starting with In Our Time
of short stories,

(1925), his first collection

and finishing with his manuscript The
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Garden of Eden

(1946-58), posthumously published as a novel

in 1986, Hemingway explored the theme of androgyny in his
literary works and questioned the constitution of gender
distinctions.

His interest in sounding the nature of

manhood can be evidenced, among other works and numerous
examples,

in the very title and subject matter of his second

collection of short stories, Men Without Women

(1927)

as

well as in his choice of an emasculated war veteran as the
protagonist of his first novel The Sun Also Rises

(1926).

In both his highly publicized life style and literary
work, Hemingway clearly concerned himself with the
parameters of an American masculine identity.

Too often,

however, his soundings of masculinity have been misconstrued
as celebrations.

To say that Hemingway was merely a proud

proponent of a fixed and essential American masculinity is
to mislead and propagate the two-dimensional by-product of a
mythical signification.

Ultimately, a strong sense of

masculine skepticism, rather than pride,
literary works.

informs Hemingway's

Those works can be characterized more

accurately as critiques, rather than assertions,
masculinity.

of

Most critics agree that as a writer Hemingway

challenged established literary conventions while
experimenting with style.

We are long overdue,

however,

in

acknowledging that in his life as in his writing Hemingway
was also challenging established male gender conventions.
Ironically, his successful experimentation with gender
identity in fiction has ultimately contributed to his
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standing as a mythical charismatic American masculine
f igure.

CHAPTER III
GENDER CRITIC IN HIS TIME

Hemingway's first collection of short stories,
Time,

In Our

is an excellent example of his gender critique.

The

critique is most cohesive in the seven Nick Adams stories in
the book.

These stories move through the stages of Nick's

initiation into manhood,
various male instructors.

illustrating his relationships with
In these stories, Hemingway

presents a criticism rather than an endorsement of the
versions of manhood to which Nick is introduced.

The most

valuable lesson that Nick learns is not how to become
harmoniously connected to manhood, but rather how best to
protect himself from its damaging effects.

A sense of

tragedy hangs over this Hemingway character; the result of
his struggle for self-preservation leaves him in a state of
emotional isolation.

But Hemingway is not so much

advocating isolation (as the Hemingway myth may lead one to
believe)

as presenting it as a necessary response to a

destructive definition of masculinity.
"Indian Camp," the first of these stories, presents the
beginning of Nick's initiation into manhood.
one of his first rites of passage.

It recounts

Accompanying his father

and uncle to an Indian camp, Nick watches his father perform
a cesarean section on an Indian woman who has been in labor
for two days.

The doctor tries to educate his son

deliberately exposing him to the birth-scene and explaining
46
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the significance of what Nick watches as he carries out the
operation.
however,

The lesson that Nick learns from the incident,

is not one the doctor had planned.

After the

doctor has successfully completed the operation, he
discovers that the woman's husband, who has been lying
injured in the bunk above, has slit his own throat.
In Mimi Gladstein's discussion of Hemingway's
"indestructible women,” she criticizes the behavior of Dr.
Adams in this story.

Explicit in her criticism of the

character is an indictment of Hemingway for empathizing with
the doctor's unacceptable sentiments.

Her criticism that

"Dr. Adam's behavior is racist as well as sexist"

(56) is

based on the fact that the doctor has gone to the Indian
camp ill-prepared to perform a cesarean section on a
pregnant Indian woman, making do with a jack knife and
tapered gut-leaders.

Gladstein states that "This

insensitivity and carelessness is not highlighted by
Hemingway;

in fact,

it seems irrelevant to the point except

for those readers who might consider the woman's point of
view"

(56).
Gladstein misreads the story on two counts, and

Hemingway is partly at fault for one of them.

That is,

Hemingway removed an introduction to the story which was
ultimately published as "Three Shots" in the posthumously
compiled collection The Nick Adams Stories

(1977).

Shots" clarifies the fact that Nick, his father,

"Three

and his

uncle were out camping when summoned by the Indians to tend
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to the pregnant woman.

The only hint of this situation

after the revision is a vague reference to "the camp
rowboat"

(15) in the published version, thus allowing for a

misreading like Gladstein's.

If one is unfamiliar with

"Three Shots" it is easy enough to overlook the "camp"
rowboat and assume that Dr. Adams is coming from his home
and makes a conscious choice in bringing only primitive
equipment.

In fact, the doctor makes the most of the

limited medical resources available to him while on a
camping trip.
This may free the doctor from Gladstein's charge of
"carelessness" but not from that of "insensitivity."
doctor does act with insensitivity,

but to argue,

The

as

Gladstein does, that Hemingway does not highlight this in
the story is questionable.

Setting up a less than

flattering portrayal of the world of manhood, Hemingway
makes insensitivity a central theme of the story,

not just

from a woman's point of view, but from N i c k 's--someone being
initiated into this realm of manhood.
manhood encompasses racism, vanity,
guilt.

Nick learns that

insensitivity,

and

Hemingway uses racism in the story deliberately to

call into question the character of both Uncle George and
the doctor.

After they have rowed across the river George

gives cigars to the two Indians, a stereotypical image of
white civilization's corruption of the noble savage and
perhaps used here as an allusion to Nick's corruption.
Uncle George further reveals his racism and misogyny when he
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gets bitten while trying to restrain the pregnant woman and
yells out "Damn squaw bitch!"

(17).

Meanwhile, the doctor

appears vain in boasting about his surgical expertise:
"That's one for the medical journal, George"

(18). This

comment about the operation both aligns Nick's father with
the racist,

sexist Uncle George and clearly illustrates his

own insensitivity to the Indian woman's suffering.
response,

"Oh, you're a great man, all right"

fraught with irony.

(18)

George's
is

Although neither Nick's father nor

Uncle George qualify as "great men"--anything but--they are
nonetheless serving as Nick's role models, teaching him what
it means to be a man.
All the men in this story display inadequate behavior
in one way or another.

The doctor's blatantly insensitive

statement "...her screams are not important.
them because they are not important"

I don't hear

(16) suggests the

inadequacy of the lesson he tries to teach Nick.

While the

doctor denies the significance of the woman's screams, the
men of the camp try to escape it by "[moving] off up the
road...out of the range of the noise she made"
Meanwhile the woman's husband,

(16).

immobilized by an accident,

proves incapable of dealing with the screams, and commits
suicide in order to escape them.

In all of these ways,

Hemingway makes the collective male inability to acknowledge
the significance of the woman's screams a central issue of
the story.

Even Judith Fetterley, who presents a diatribe

on Hemingway's later novel A Farewell to Arms
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(characterizing it as a "resentful cryptogram" against
women)

praises "Indian Camp" as a tale of "truth."

She

describes its central theme as "The lesson...of guilt— guilt
for the attitudes men have toward women and guilt for the
consequences to women of male sexuality"

(46).

The lesson

Nick learns in this story is that men have reason to feel
guilty and that their methods of dealing with this guilt are
often inadequate and insensitive.

Hemingway does not

glorify or promote the attitudes of the doctor or Uncle
George.

Instead he implicitly critiques these characters

for the attitudes about gender they might be passing on to
Nick.
Though Hemingway portrays Nick's father with character
flaws, the doctor is not nearly as hateful as Uncle George.
Dr. Adams brags and reveals insensitivity but also tries to
be a good father and to serve as a mentor to his son.

He

wants to educate his son but at the same time wishes to
protect him from learning or experiencing too much too fast.
"'I'm terribly sorry I brought you along, Nickie,' said his
father, all his post-operative exhilaration gone.
awful mess to put you through'"

(18).

'It was an

The husband's suicide

presents a lesson that the doctor is ill-prepared to
reconcile for himself,

let alone to explain adequately to

his son.
In "The Doctor and the Doctor's Wife," Dr. Adams
struggles with his own masculine identity as he tries to
raise and instruct his son.

The underlying tension between
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the doctor and his wife, as well as his exchange with Dick
Boulton,

an Indian he has hired to do manual labor, reveal

this struggle.
Dick Boulton, as a representative of a rugged,
masculine,

outdoor and indigenous world,

the doctor's own masculinity.
Boulton to cut up logs for him.

is an affront to

The doctor has had to hire
Boulton brings two other

Indian men with him, and the three men make a threatening
entrance into the doctor's yard (where he is alone with only
his wife in the house). "They came in through the back gate
out of the woods," with "Eddy carrying the long cross-cut
saw...Billy Tabeshaw carried two big cant-hooks.
three axes under his arm.
(23) .

Dick had

He turned and shut the gate"

In Hemingway's spare prose he mentions the gate

repeatedly,

emphasizing how inadequately it separates the

doctor's domestic realm from the rugged men and their
equipment,

coming and going through the woods.

"They

started off and walked up past the cottage and out the back
gate into the woods.

Dick left the gate open.

Tabeshaw went back and fastened it.
the woods"

Billy

They were gone through

(25).

Boulton raises the issue of ownership of the logs he
has been hired to cut up, and the doctor resents the
Indian's insinuation that he is stealing.

More

significantly, Boulton calls into question the doctor's
masculinity.

Both the need to hire someone else to do a

"man's" job and the accusation of theft make the doctor
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uncomfortable.

The doctor attempts to reclaim a sense of

masculinity by making a physical threat he cannot back up.
’’I'll knock your eye teeth down your throat"
blusters.

(25), he

Boulton, described as "...a big man [who]...knew

how big a man he was [and]... liked to get in fights"

(25),

forces the doctor to retreat from the situation angry and
ashamed.
The doctor's exchange with Boulton followed by the
retreat into his house illustrates the doctor's conflicted
feelings toward his role as a man and reveals complicated
gender issues not easily reconciled.

Medicine,

far from

being an effeminate profession either in Hemingway's time or
today, denotes a prestigious and male dominated field.

And

the role of the professional man taking on the added
responsibility of supporting a family is traditional for men
and far from unmanly.

In "Indian Camp," in fact, the doctor

feels especially manly after successfully performing his
duty as a doctor.

"He was feeling exalted and talkative as

football players are in the dressing room after a game"
(18).

But when the doctor comes into the house after the

confrontation with Boulton, his struggle with his
masculinity pulls him in two opposing directions.

He has

been humiliated by Boulton, and he has neglected his
professional duties:

"...the doctor...saw a pile of medical

journals on the floor by the bureau.
their wrappers unopened.

They were still in

It irritated him"

(25).

In this

story, Hemingway illustrates classic yet conflicted male
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gender roles:

the rugged individual, physically strong,

fending for himself in a wilderness environment
frontiersman-hero-type)

(the

versus the educated, professional

family man, fending not just for himself but for others as
well, his family and society in general

(the professional-

town-citizen-type) .
Though the story focuses on the conflict these opposing
roles create for the doctor, Hemingway also portrays tension
within the rugged man's realm.

The character Billy

Tabeshaw, who does not laugh when Boulton cracks a joke
about the doctor in Ojibway, goes back to fasten the gate
that Boulton leaves open.

Tabeshaw seems to disapprove of

Boulton's jibe and may actually sympathize with the doctor.
At the same time the doctor feels inadequate in a
confrontation with Boulton, someone from Boulton's world
seems to be holding the doctor in esteem.

The fact that

"Dick owes [the doctor] a lot of money for pulling his squaw
through pneumonia"

(26) also illustrates the ambiguity of

exactly who has the upper hand.
The doctor's relationship with his wife further
undermines his masculine identity.
doctor,

Ironically, he is a

and she is a Christian Scientist.

Unlike her

husband, torn between an indoor and an outdoor world,

she

remains in her darkened bedroom where it seems he is
unwelcome.

Hemingway describes it specifically as "her"

bedroom apart from her husband's.
entering his bedroom,

She shows no interest in

and the two clearly lack any kind of
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sexual relationship.

They carry on a conversation from

separate

rooms, and she cannot empathize with her husband's

feelings

of anger and conflict brought on by the "row" with

Dick Boulton

(25-26).

The doctor has failed to assert his masculinity in
Boulton's realm and is confronted with a further sense of
failure when he enters the house.

The only thing he can

think to do is sit on his bed alone and play with his
shotgun,

a metaphor for masturbation:

"He pushed the

magazine full of the heavy yellow shells and pumped them out
again.
metaphor

They were scattered on

the bed"

(26).

The apt

of shotgun as phallus represents the doctor's

ineffectual attempt to simultaneously assert male sexuality
and male power in the outdoor wilderness realm of Boulton.
This image coincides with other phallic references in the
story: the log being removed and inserted in the lake, the
long cross cut saw "flopped over" Eddy's shoulder,
word play on "Dick" Boulton's gibe at the doctor,
off at half cock, Doc"

and the
"Don't go

(24). By playing with his shotgun,

the doctor temporarily reconciles the two worlds that pull
him in opposing directions.

He winds up feeling like a

failure in both.
The shotgun only temporarily gratifies the doctor, and
he ultimately goes to his son, Nick, to achieve a sense of
renewal.

Nick seems capable of striking a balance in his

life in a way the doctor cannot.

"He found Nick sitting

with his back against a tree, reading"

(27).

Nick sits in
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the woods

(Boulton's world) and reads (the doctor's

professional world connecting with the journals).
Because "The Doctor and the Doctor's Wife" is only one
story in a series covering Nick's initiation into manhood,
the balance Nick achieves in the story ultimately proves
fleeting.

It is only a matter of time before Nick will

inherit his father's conflicts.

His father attempts to put

off that conflict as Nick takes him into the woods; Nick
"knows where there's black squirrels"

(27).

For the time

being, Nick's father can take "the book” and "put it in
[his] pocket"

(27) in an attempt to protect his son from

what lies in his future.

Inevitably though, Nick too will

be torn by the seemingly unreconcilable conflict of male
gender roles.
Likewise in "The End of Something," Nick grapples with
conflicting messages about what he should feel and how he
should act.

The vagueness of the title allows it to suggest

the end of Nick's relationship with Marjorie as well as the
end of Nick's boyhood innocence.

The "something" also

indicates that Nick really doesn't know exactly what is
ending or whether he necessarily wants it to come to an end.
In only a few pages, Hemingway presents a kind of ideal
romantic relationship while at the same time setting up its
impending collapse.

A young couple in a boat row out to

spend a moonlit night in the wilderness,
by a fire,

fishing and sitting

in an idealized, romantic fantasy.

boat skillfully while Marjorie expertly fishes.

Nick rows the
They talk
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to each other knowingly about the fishing.

The two are

connected, working as a team, and sharing in the ritual of
setting the lines, a ritual they seem to have shared more
than once before.
Yet a close reading of the story reveals a
foreshadowing of the inevitable "end of something"— a loss
of belief in idealized, romantic love.

Nick and Marjorie's

moonlight fishing trip takes place near a mill town that no
longer exists.

The very life force of the mill,

its

machinery, was packed up on a ship and taken away ten years
ago.

The only remains are "the broken white limestone of

its foundations showing through the swampy second growth"
(31).

The onset of "the second growth"

(31,33), which

Hemingway mentions twice, remind us of the fleeting and
temporary nature of our lives.

Moreover, Nick and Marjorie

are "trolling along the edge of the channel-bank where the
bottom dropped off suddenly from sandy shallows to twelve
feet of dark water"

(31).

The two are poised on the edge of

adulthood, moving from the "sandy shallow" of innocence to
the deep,

"dark water" of life's difficult experiences.

The exchanges between Nick and Marjorie reveal an
imbalance of emotion:

Nick is distant and preoccupied while

Marjorie attempts to communicate and connect with him.
While she does her best to contribute a positive outlook,
Nick does his worst by being negative, critical and
taciturn.

Marjorie,

for example, points out the abandoned

mill as something the two of them share.

"There's our old
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ruin, Nick," she says, but Nick resists the idea of sharing
by responding simply,

"There it is."

She then attempts to

create something from the ruin, saying "It seems more like a
castle."

To this,

"Nick said nothing."

Despite Nick's

silence, Marjorie still enjoys the fishing and being with
Nick.

"She was intent on the rod all the time they trolled,

even when she talked.
with Nick."

She loved to fish.

She loved to fish

She is optimistic about the fishing and

observes that "They're feeding,"
"But they won't strike."

to which Nick responds,

Still Marjorie remains optimistic

and "[does] not reel in until the boat touched the shore"
(32) .
What at first appears to be a mutual partnership in the
ritualized setting of the bait, evolves into a metaphorical
relationship with Nick as fisherman and Marjorie as fish.
"Marjorie rowed the boat out over the channel-bank, holding
the line in her teeth, and looking toward Nick, who stood on
the shore holding the rod and letting the line run out from
the reel"

(32).

In this passage, Marjorie represents a fish

on Nick's line, and either he lets her go or, more likely,
she gets away.

As a fish and as a woman, Marjorie has the

power to put magic and meaning into both fishing and the
relationship.

"When a trout...took the bait it would run

with it, taking line out of the reel in a rush and making
the reel sing with the click on"

(33).

Marjorie can "run

with" things and make them "sing," while Nick,

in contrast,

can only "set a heavy slab of driftwood across the butt of
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the rod to hold it solid"
Marjorie,

(33).

like the feeding fish,

eating the picnic they have prepared.
hand, doesn't "feel like eating"

(33).

is enthusiastic about
Nick, on the other
When she insists on

knowing what's wrong, Nick finally tells her that "It isn't
fun any more"

(34).

Yet when Nick says he doesn't know what

the trouble is, he seems sincere.

Dissatisfaction with a

relationship presented in idealized terms and in an
idealized setting would naturally be difficult to
understand.

Nick, clearly upset about "something," is

experiencing an internal conflict.

First he seems irritated

by Marjorie's failure to prepare the bait properly.
complains "You know everything.
know you do"

(34).

That's the trouble.

Then he
You

When Marjorie learns she is with someone

who can't even see love as fun, she immediately gets up and
leaves.

In a proactive gesture, she takes the boat while

Nick sits passively on the blanket.
Nick's friend Bill suddenly appears from out of the
woods and comes over to Nick.
question,

Both his arrival and his

"Did she go away all right?"

(35) indicate that

the break up had been pre-planned, and probably orchestrated
with Bill's consultation.

Bill, who "select[s]

a sandwich

from the lunch basket and walk[s] over to have a look at the
rods"

(35), appears far more content with Marjorie's

departure than Nick, who lies with "his face on the blanket"
(35) not wanting to talk about it.

Bill's presence seems to

corrupt what Nick and Marjorie were meant to share.
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Marjorie had most likely prepared the sandwich Bill
"selects,” and the fishing poles he has "a look at" were the
shared handiwork of Nick and Marjorie.

In regard to Bill's

inquiry, Marjorie has gone "all right," but of her own
volition,
away.

contrary to Bill's implication that she was sent

Nick is left with Bill, who in his nonchalance, makes

a rather unsatisfying replacement.

In the end of the story

Nick sends him away: "Oh, go away, Bill!
while"

Go away for a

(35).

Nick feels "as though everything was gone to hell
inside"

(34) because his behavior is not based on a clear

desire to break with Marjorie.

As a representative of a

masculine world, Bill influences Nick's behavior and
actions.

Nick's nascent understanding of manhood seems to

tell him that emotions and feelings for Marjorie are
unacceptable.

This message runs contrary to what Nick seems

to feel somewhere in his heart: a desire to maintain the
idealized romantic world that Hemingway lays out and a
desire to remain connected to Marjorie,

someone capable of

offering so much to Nick and to a relationship.

Manifestly,

Nick's gender role renders him confused and emotionally
incapacitated.
After Marjorie leaves, Hemingway states that "Bill
didn't touch [Nick], either"

(35), with the "either"

referring back to Nick and Marjorie sitting "on the blanket
without touching each other"

(34).

It would have been

natural for him and Marjorie to touch each other, while the
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masculine nature of his relationship with Bill does not
allow for touching.

When Marjorie leaves she takes with her

any chance of Nick being touched.

Nick sends Bill away and

is left untouched and emotionally isolated.

The

qualification that Bill go away only "for awhile" reveals
that ultimately Nick would rather not be alone.
In the chapter on friendship in Scott Donaldson's
biography of Hemingway, he points to "The End of Something"
and "The Three Day Blow" as stories indicative of Nick's
preference for male friendship over female companionship:
Nick realizes that the outdoor life is much
better shared with an experienced fisherman,
like Bill in "The Three-Day Blow," than with
a girl,

like Marjorie in "The End of

Something," who has to be taught how to skin
a perch for bait.

Valuing Bill's friendship

more than Marjorie's love, he cuts her
adrift.

(191)

Nick's "valuing Bill's friendship more than Marjorie's love"
is not nearly as clear as Donaldson makes it seem, nor is it
solely a question of gender loyalties.

In fact, class

issues along with gender issues contribute to Nick's
conflict.

We learn in "The Three Day Blow" that Marjorie

comes from a different social class as wll as being of a
different gender.

Whether an outdoor life shared with Bill

is actually better or not remains an issue that Nick has
difficulty resolving.

Later in "The Three-Day Blow" Nick
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still feels something for Marjorie,

and the decision to end

things with her does not come easily.

Furthermore, Bill's

role in "The End of Something" suggests that Nick has been
somewhat coerced into breaking up with Marjorie.
In "The Three-Day Blow" Nick and Bill try to establish
for themselves what it means to be men.

Sitting in front of

the fireplace at Bill's house where he and his father live
alone, without any women, they get drunk and contemplate
life.

The house, unlike Nick's parents',

seems to represent

a world of manhood: a place to drink whiskey and talk about
sports, hunting and fishing.

Bill and Nick are still on the

threshold of this world, two boys drinking the father's
whiskey while he is "out with the gun"

(39).

The two boys experience a kind of male bonding muddled
by drink and self-consciousness.

As the two begin to get

drunk each tries to convince the other of his ability to
maintain control in spite of the liquor's effect.

"...[Nick]

wished to show he could hold his liquor and be
practical...[Bill] was also being consciously practical"
(44).

After Bill and Nick have had a few drinks they get

into a revealing conversation about their fathers:
"How's your dad?"

[Nick] asked respectfully.

"He's all right,"

Bill said.

"He gets a

little wild sometimes."
"He's a swell guy,"

Nick said. He poured

water into his glass out of the pitcher.
slowly with the whisky.

It mixed

There was more whisky

than water.
"You bet your life he is,"
"My old man's all right,"

Bill said.
Nick said.

"You're damn right he is,"

said Bill.

"He claims he's never taken a drink in his
life," Nick said, as though announcing a
scientific fact.
"Well, he's a doctor.
painter.

My old man's a

That's different."

"He's missed a lot,"

Nick said sadly.

"You can't tell," Bill said.

"Everything's

got its compensations."
"He says he's missed a lot himself,"

Nick

confessed.
"Well, dad's had a tough time," Bill said.
"It all evens up," Nick said.
They sat looking into the fire and thinking
of this profound truth.

(44)

This discussion reveals the differences between the fathers
one a family man and a professional, a physician; and one a
single father and a man of the outdoors,

an artist.

Bill

speaks defensively about his father, while Nick seems
ashamed of his.

The two fathers fulfill contrasting male

gender roles and each son senses his own father's
inadequacies.

Nick's father has "missed a lot," Bill's

father has "had a tough time."

Bill and Nick's discussion

illustrates a conflict central to male gender roles.

Even
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the alcohol Nick and Bill drink poses a problem for men in a
society that sends conflicting messages regarding drink.
you drink, you risk becoming a drunkard.

If

If you don't drink

you risk having your masculinity called into question.

But

obviously, Nick's statement that "It all evens up" reveals
wishful thinking rather than "profound truth."

Ultimately,

Bill and Nick come to a rationalization rather than a
realization about what it means to be a man.
After "The Three Day Blow," we next see Nick traveling
on his own in "The Battler."

As Nick moves toward a

complete initiation into manhood, he faces increasingly
difficult and often dangerous situations.

When "The

Battler" opens, Nick has aged significantly,

and, as a

result, Hemingway's critique of manhood becomes even more
complex.

In seeking a reconciliation of Nick's conflict,

Hemingway begins to explore the theme of androgyny.
Mark Spilka's Hemingway's Quarrel with Androgyny
highlights Hemingway's interest in androgyny, describing it
as a leitmotif that runs through both his early and later
fiction.

The persistence of this theme of androgyny in

Hemingway's writing undermines his reputation as a macho
writer expounding on the virtues of traditional male gender
roles.

In his analysis,

Spilka argues that, ultimately,

"androgynist" serves as a more appropriate label for
Hemingway than misogynist does.

In this connection, Dorothy

Parker's earlier intentionally ludicrous description of
Hemingway as "a woman, masquerading in a man's clothing"
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becomes ironically relevant.

His ambiguous sentiments

toward gender roles and his obsession with the theme of
androgyny indicate that Hemingway may have contemplated an
idealized identity in terms not far distant from Parker's
characterization.
Spilka argues that Hemingway's most extensive
exploration of androgyny took place in The Garden of Eden,
an unfinished manuscript he worked on intermitently from
1946 to 1958.

With some surprise Spilka declares that

...[Hemingway] was wrestling furiously and
secretly with devilish and adoring female
versions of himself!

That revelation in The

Garden of Eden manuscript ...seems to me of
central importance to all future Hemingway
studies and justifies my own long concern
with the dynamics of androgyny in his life
and a r t .

(3)

Spilka argues that the androgynous tendency more
significantly influenced Hemingway's later work when "his
lifelong interest in forms of masculine heroism—
bullfighting, deep-sea fishing, soldiering, boxing,

lion

hunting— had apparently given way to a study of role
reversals in marriage."

He follows this statement,

however,

with a qualification about Hemingway's earlier work.
"Actually his interest in the androgynous makeup of men and
women had begun much earlier"
Also Rises

(1926)

(200-211)

(1).

Spilka discusses The Sun

in this connection, yet fails to
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investigate Hemingway's treatment of androgyny in In Our
Time

(most explicit in "The Battler").

Spilka's argument

can benefit from an analysis of Hemingway's first book of
stories,

for the quarrel with male gender roles,

central to

In Our Time, exemplifies a nascent stage of what Spilka
characterizes as Hemingway's later "quarrel with Androgyny."
In the opening of "The Battler" we see Nick nursing a
black eye after being thrown from a moving train.

Though

older than in "The End of Something" and now traveling on
his own, he is still young and inexperienced enough to fall
for the brakeman's trick of busting him and throwing him off
the train

(53).

Later, as Nick makes his way along the

railroad tracks, he encounters Ad Francis and Bugs, two men
who play a part in his initiation into manhood.
Nick recognizes Ad Francis as a former boxing champion,
or "battler."
was misshapen.

Ad has lost so many battles that "...his face
His nose was sunken, his eyes were slits, he

had queer shaped lips...the man's face was queerly formed
and mutilated.
looking..."

It was like putty in color.

(55).

Dead

Ad's "negro" friend Bugs proceeds to cook

dinner for the three men, but Ad's mood turns hostile when
Bugs recommends that Nick not let Ad see his pocket knife.
Ad tries to start a fight with Nick then, but just as he
prepares to assault him, Bugs knocks Ad out with a
blackjack.

Bugs then drags the ex-prizefighter back to the

fire and cleans him up.

While Ad is unconscious,

Nick about Ad's difficult marriage:

Bugs tells
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'Then his sister was his manager and they was
always being written up in the papers all
about brothers and sisters and how she loved
her brother and how he loved his sister,

and

then they got married in New York and that
made a lot of unpleasantness.'

(60-61)

Ad's relationship with his wife, assumed by the public to be
incestuous,

is actually androgynous.

Although Bugs first

says that Ad's wife was his sister, he later denies it.
course they wasn't brother and sister"

(61).

assumed so because they look like twins.

"Of

People only

With Ad's wife

serving as his manager, their relationship became all the
more unorthodox.
alike,

Because Ad and his wife looked too much

and perhaps because Ad's wife deviated from her

prescribed gender role by managing a boxer, the public and
the boxing community

could not accept their relationship.

The scandal, then, revolves around androgyny rather than
incest.

Ad's gendered fate of battler ultimately

distinguishes him from the woman he loved.
awful good-looking woman.

"She was an

Looked enough like him to be

twins.

He wouldn't be bad-looking without his face all

busted"

(61).

A description of this androgynous

relationship highlights the mutilating effects of a
masculine identity.

Ad Francis's masculinity leaves him

damaged physically, mentally, and no doubt emotionally.
Certain parallels between Nick and Ad allude to the
possibility of Nick becoming a mutilated battler like Ad.
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Nick takes a beating from the brakeman, and Nick--as we saw
in "The Three-Day Blow"— has rejected female love.

Though

Ad is a battler, he has failed to protect himself from the
damaging effects of living as a man in a masculine world.
In "The Battler" Nick is still in the process of learning
how to take care of himself.

If he fails to protect himself

he runs the risk of becoming like Ad.

Nick's black eye,

which he sees as "[cjheap at the price"

(53), signals just

the beginning of what could become a "misshapen face" like
Ad's.
Bugs, on the other hand, offers Nick an alternative and
more positive role model than Ad's.
male and female gender roles.

Bugs effectively blends

He clearly serves as a

maternal figure for Ad and takes care of the "little man"
who can't take care of himself.

"'I got an awful headache,

B u g s .'...'You'11 feel better, Mister Francis,' the negro's
voice soothed.

'Just you drink a cup of this hot coffee'"

(62) .
Bugs,

in essence, domesticates the campsite.

dinner, makes coffee, maintains formal manners

He cooks

(referring to

Nick as "Mr. Adams"), and makes Nick seem like a welcome
guest in his home.
character,

Bugs is not, however,

simply a feminized

for when Ad gets belligerent with Nick, Bugs

knows how to stop him by using brute force.
trusty blackjack with "a whalebone handle"

He carries a
("They don't make

them anymore")

(60), and has in the past been jailed "for

cuttin' a man"

(61).

Bugs's actions— methodically cooking
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and serving dinner, knocking Ad out and then nursing him
back to consciousness,

sending Nick away with a sandwich and

directions to the next town— simultaneously exemplify
masculine and feminine behaviors.
Nick that he "like[s]

Significantly,

living like a gentleman"

Bugs tells

(61).

Here

he clearly illustrates the complicated nature of male gender
roles,

for in order to live like a gentleman, Bugs must act,

in part,

like a conventional woman, who takes on the role of

caretaker.
Hemingway uses race in this story to further
distinguish Bugs as an alternative masculine role model.
Though Bugs's actions are clearly maternal, Nick associates
them with "negro" behavior instead:
'...You'll hit a town about two miles up the
track.

Mancelona they call it.

Good-bye.

I

wish we could ask you to stay the night but
it's just out of the question.

Would you

like to take some of that ham and some bread
with you?

No?

You better take a sandwich,'

all this in a low, smooth, polite nigger
voice.

(62)

Hemingway seems to imply that the gender dilemmas Nick faces
as a white male do not manifest themselves in the same way
for black men, or at least that black men do not respond to
them in the same way.

Hemingway presents a black man who

readily adapts to whatever gender roles are appropriate.
In the final two-part story of In Our Time,

"Big Two-
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Hearted River," Nick, having grown even older, has
presumably completed his initiation into manhood.

As he

retreats from the world and heads toward the Big Two-Hearted
River, he seems to have learned much from Bugs's example of
androgyny.7
In "Big Two-Hearted River," Nick is back in the U.S., a
more mature person.

Instead of being thrown off the train

as in "The Battler," this time the train stops to let him
off, and a porter even throws him his bag.

Nick then walks

over to a bridge and watches the trout in the stream below.
He previously played the role of fisherman while Marjorie
was the fish.

Nick,

still the fisherman, now also

identifies with the trout in the river and feels connected
to them.

"...[A] big trout... tightened facing up into the

cu rrent... Nick's heart tightened as the trout moved.
felt all the old feeling"

(134).

He

As he goes back to where

he grew up, Nick experiences the "old feeling" of his
boyhood life.

As he heads toward the river,

"He [feels] he

had left everything behind, the need for thinking,
to write,

other needs.

It was all back of him"

the need

(134).

Nick

takes his trip to Big Two-Hearted River in an attempt to
escape both the memories of war and his connection to

7
Eight stories separate "The Battler" from "Big TwoHearted River," and provide accounts of different men's
experiences in Europe during and after World War I as well
as their eventual return home.
One of the intervening
interchapters of the book shows Nick attaining a "separate
peace" (63) after being wounded, and in "Cross Country Snow"
(105-12) he contemplates the daunting prospect of fatherhood
during a skiing trip with a friend in Switzerland.
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society as a man.

He disembarks from the train in a

desolated spot, a wasteland:

"There was no town, nothing

but the rails and the burned-over country"

(133).

Nick

seeks renewal by setting out from the blackness and heading
for verdurous woods and fertile river banks where he will
set up camp.
On his way out of the scorched landscape, he stops for
a smoke and encounters a blackened grasshopper.
to the grasshopper--"Fly away somewhere"
what he attempts himself.

(136)— alludes to

The grasshopper flies "to a

charcoal stump across the road"
"charred stump"

His advice

(136) which mirrors the

(135) Nick rests against.

Significantly,

in "The Battler," the less experienced

Nick carried no baggage, while in "Big Two-Hearted River"
Hemingway mentions Nick's pack repeatedly and describes it
as cumbersome and oppressive:
He adjusted the pack harness around the
bundle, pulling straps tight, slung the pack
on his back, got his arms through the
shoulder straps and took some of the pull off
his shoulders by leaning his forehead against
the wide band of the tump-line.
was too heavy.

Still,

It was much too heavy.

it
(13 4)

The collection of camping accessories he has packed seems
excessive for someone trying to leave "everything behind."
Among a host of other things in Nick's pack are: three
blankets,

numerous cans of food, a bag of nails, a bottle of
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"tomato catchup," and cooking utensils including a frying
pan, coffee pot and a wire grill.
rod case with fishing rods.
minimalist camper.

He also carries a leather

Obviously, Nick is not a

He uses all of these articles to

construct a makeshift sense of home.

With these materials

he can engage in both domestic and sporting rituals that
give him a sense of internal peace and satisfaction.

These

rituals keep him so preoccupied as not to think about the
world he has left, or at least tries to leave, behind.
After he sets up camp, cooks his dinner and drinks his
coffee, Nick's "mind was starting to work.
choke it because he was tired enough"

He knew he could

(142).

By using his

accessories in a ritualized manner, Nick is able to choke
painful thoughts and emotions.
At the Big Two-Hearted River Nick,

like the androgynous

Bugs, manages to transcend conventional male gender roles.
He uses his bag of materials to literally become a
"homemaker."

He co-opts this typically female

responsibility by setting up camp in the forest,

a place

where he can be free from the confines of societal gender
definitions.

Nick makes himself a home in order to feel

safe and secure.

"He had made his camp.

Nothing could touch him.
was there,

It was a good place to camp.

in the good place.

had made it"

(139).

He was settled.
He

He was in his home where he

In simple and repetitive prose typical

of Hemingway, Nick has reached an ideal state of being, made
possible by a transcendence of specifically masculine or
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feminine behavior.
In this regard, Nick has learned the importance of
patience and self control,
before setting up camp.

for he waits as long as possible

He must then wait patiently for his

meal to cool before eating it.

"...[H]e was not going to

spoil it all by burning his tongue...His tongue was very
sensitive” (140).

In "The Battler," Nick thought getting a

black eye was "[cjheap at the price"
consciously protects himself.

(53); now he more

In a larger sense Nick

attempts to protect himself from the emotional injury grown
men are subject to.

Both the mangled Ad Francis and Nick's

own exposure to the horrors of war have taught him that the
range of wounds men receive are not cheap, at any price.
Nick spends the following day in the most sacred of
Hemingway rituals:
grasshoppers,

fishing.

He starts by collecting

and these grasshoppers represent Nick just as

the single blackened hopper had earlier.

When Nick wakes up

and leaves the tent he discovers that "The grass was wet on
his hands as he came out"
grasshoppers,

(145).

He then goes to collect

for "They were cold and wet with the dew, and

could not jump until the sun warmed them"

(145).

Nick

overturns a log where he finds "under the shelter of the
e d g e ... several hundred hoppers.
lodging house"

(145).

It was a grasshopper

The grasshoppers' shelter parallels

the temporary shelter Nick created for himself the night
before.

The vulnerable nature of the grasshopper's lodging

house calls into question the sense of security that Nick
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feels in his own makeshift home and suggests his own
vulnerability.
As Nick pulls out each grasshopper and threads it onto
the hook, we are reminded that,

like the hoppers, Nick too

is subject to damaging cruelty:
Nick took him by the head and held him while
he threaded the slim hook under his chin,
down through his thorax and into the last
segments of his abdomen.

The grasshopper

took hold of the hook with his front teeth,
spitting tobacco juice on it.
him into the water.

Nick dropped

(148)

Shortly afterward, Nick mimics the grasshopper.

"He

threaded the hopper on the hook and spat on him for good
luck” (149) .
The cruelty and ugliness of life and death further
haunt Nick as he recalls "com[ing] on dead trout,

furry with

white fungus, drifted against a rock, or floating belly up
in some pool"

(149).

The unpleasant destruction of these

fish, caused by the negligence of Nick's fellow man, again
explains his desire to separate himself from them.
did not like to fish with other men on the river.
they were of your party, they spoiled it"

(149).

Two-Hearted River, Nick remains a party of one.

"Nick
Unless
At the Big

He has

chosen to isolate and evacuate himself from the influence of
a destructive masculine world.
Ultimately incapable of truly "fly[ing] away
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somewhere,1’ Nick,
hops.

like the grasshopper, can only make short

His trip into the woods, nothing more than a short

hop, will end once he exhausts his stockpile of supplies.
In the end, he will have to return to society and its
constraining definition of manhood.

While at Big Two-

Hearted River, however, Nick can experience a temporary
gender-free ideal, where two separate gender roles can flow
together to create one androgynous state.
only possible in a state of isolation,

But this ideal is

emotional and

otherwise.
In order to understand the significance of Hemingway's
title In Our Time,
Burnam's argument.

it may be helpful to go back to Tom
Burnam,

like many gender scholars,

claimed that what society assumed to be biological or primal
masculine traits are actually constructs of that society
(21-22).

In his first book, Hemingway portrayed the roles

that society had constructed for men of his generation as
destructive.

In his time he was exposed firsthand to the

carnage of World War I, an extreme example of society's
ability to destroy its men.

And up in Michigan and

elsewhere, he confronted similar debilitating experiences.
No wonder that in In Our Time, Hemingway's characters
(particularly Nick Adams) resist the gender roles expected
of them and try to find an alternative identity that will
better enable them to protect themselves.

In Our Time

serves as a critique of the inadequacies of male gender
roles in Hemingway's time.

And this critique remains

valuable today, when gender expectations are still apt
leave men feeling conflicted and emotionally isolated.

CONCLUSION

Though never an elected leader, Hemingway has clearly
played a leadership role in American culture.

That is to

say, his myth, as communicated through his publicized life
and writing, has served as a standard influencing,

among

other things, the way that Americans define masculinity.
Few would deny that Ernest Hemingway's name belongs on the
list of those who have managed to become icons of American
manhood.

During Hemingway's lifetime, and since his death,

Americans have taken cues, either directly or indirectly,
from a type largely created by the fusion of his fictional
characters and his public legend.

To better understand the

significance of those cues, we must go back and take a
rehistoricized and de-mythologized look at their source: the
life of the individual and the fiction he created.
do, what we find may seem puzzling,

When we

for rather than

encountering a man's man who toed the line of traditional
masculinity, we discover a maverick who was perennially
challenging accepted norms.

As an American,

as a man, and

as writer Hemingway sought to transgress traditional
boundaries.
Ironically, his success as a transgressor led to his
incorporation into the American traditions of both manhood
and literature.

Ultimately, then, Hemingway's mythic

cultural significance sends the following,

rather

perplexing, messages: to be a man, one must not always act
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like other men; to write literature,

one can resort to non-

literary writing practices; to shape American culture,

one

can distance himself from America and other Americans.
Succeeding in these endeavors as Hemingway did, however,
took plenty of courage, or what Hemingway called "guts."
For Hemingway, guts meant possessing "grace under pressure"
as he explained in his 192 9 New Yorker interview with
Dorothy Parker.

This famous phrase connects Hemingway with

the notion of charisma in its original Christian definition
"the gift of grace."
An understanding of how and why Hemingway, as a
conflicted sign of the masculine,

succeeded in affecting

American culture as he did (and still does) can be
facilitated by Max Weber's notion of charisma and
charismatic authority employed in his Theory of Social and
Economic Organization.

Weber postulates charismatic

authority as one of the "three pure types of legitimate
authority" as opposed to either traditional or legal.
Though Weber deployed his theory more specifically to
apply to those who served as political leaders, religious
zealots, and other heads of state,

it sheds light on Ernest

Hemingway's significance to American culture and American
male gender roles.

Hemingway attained a kind of authority

in achieving mythic cultural signification on what Weber
describes as charismatic grounds,

"resting on devotion to

the specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism or exemplary
character of an individual person."
77
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Ultimately, Hemingway's life and reputation consist of
complexities that lie beneath the surface of what myth has
made a seemingly elemental masculine persona.

Yet, to take

the Hemingway myth of masculinity at face value is to
misread the man and his work in much the same way many of
his contemporaries initially misread his deceptively plain
and simple style of writing.

As much as stereotypical

"maleness" marks the Hemingway myth, so too does the fact
that he was a writer who at no point limited himself to an
orthodox lifestyle or orthodox definitions of what it meant
to be a man.
Ultimately, an awareness of Hemingway's incongruous,
rather than harmonious, connection to American male gender
roles is crucial to understanding his writing, his fame and
his cultural significance.

Because Hemingway has become a

mythic figure of American manhood, understanding his
paradoxical masculinity can help illuminate,

in a larger

sense, the nature of male gender roles in the United States.
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